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STUDENTS PERCEPTIONS OF LARGE CLASSES 


Last year several Commerce faculty members, and staff members 
from several departments; Audio Visual, Computer Services’ and 
Learning Development, met together on a few occasions to discuss 
some of the issues and concerns of teaching in large classes. What 
may seem large to many i.e., classes of 50 to 100 students, is smal] 
in Commerce where several classes consist of 250 to 590 students. 
Although this data was collected in a very large class, many of the 
concerns expressed by the students are common’ in much smaller 
classes. Audio-Visual made recommeneations to improve’ lighting, 
sound, overhead projectors etc. Computer Services offered ideas on 
how to grade more efficiently and Learning Development? Well, we 
decided to gather more information. 


Gather it we did - and a year later we are out from under our 
piles of paper. With permission, last February, we entered H110 and 
asked approximately 300 students to answer these questions: 


- What do you like about large classes? 
- What don't you like? 
- What suggestions do you have for their improvement? 


We asked students to sit in groups of three, discuss these 
questions and then to write down the points on which they agreed. 
This newsletter contains a summary of these comments and is the 
first of a series of 3 newsletters on large classes. The next 
newSletter will discuss suggestions and research findings on class 
size and learning. The third newsletter will provide information on 
adjusting teaching methods to the class size. 


First, some general comments about the data. Not all students 
answered every question and some made more than one comment for each 
question. For example in the category of "What Don't You 
Like?...Physical Comfort" there were 321 comments. This means’ that 
some students made several separate comments on this aspect of large 
classes. We estimated that approximately 250 students’ responded. 
We have created categories for those comments that were frequently 
repeate and these are presented in order of frequency. First we 
will examine the responses to, “What do you like about large 
classes?" 


WHAT DO YOU LIKE? 


ANONYMITY INDRPENDENCE 
FAIRNESS. 


These are words that the 
students themselves used in 
describing what they likee 
best about large classes. ‘we 
think the terms '‘anonymity', 
‘independence’ and 'fairness' 
refer to their relationship 
with their instructors rather 
than to peers. It seems’ that 
many students at other times 
in their educational careers 
have been humiliated by 
instructors or exposed to 
unfair treatment. Therefore, 
they feel much safer in an 
environment in which they are 
unknown and "unreachable". 
Comments from 117 students are 
recorded in this section. 
Typical comments include: "You 
can do what you want" - 
“teacher can't single you out" 
- "the feeling that everyone 
is being tested at the same 


level" - “not stressing" - 
"not pushed to answer 
questions" = "no 
participation" - "you have a 
feeling of 


independence"... "everyhbody has 
a fair and equal chance of 
Going well" - "you can come to 
class late without anyone 
noticing or disturbing the 


class" - "one is responsible 
for his work, since no one is 
there to push him" - “teacher 


can't ‘volunteer' people to 
answer questions like in small 
classes" - “don't have to 
listen if you don't want to" - 
"if I am bored with the class 
I am free to do what I want 
without being noticed" - "feel 
more relaxed because of lack 
of direct student/teacher eye 
Contact. 


Although most students 
answered the questions within 
the realm of what is “socially 
acceptable" = He is 
interesting to note that it is 
in this category and this 


category only, that we 
received comments which would 
not he considered ideal 


student behaviour; fo example: 
-"being able to cheat", 
"talking to your neighbors" 
"making friends during 
classtime" - "can fool around, 
good atmosphere, could tune 
out teachers anytime." 


WHAT DO YOU LIKE? 
FORMAT: 


By ‘format’ we mean the 
structure which is used in 
order to convey information or 
ensure’ learning. This can 
include method of teaching, 
evaluation of learning, use of 


teaching aides etc. We 
received 965 comments in this 
section. Rather than 


summarize general comments it 
may provide more information 
to list responses for this 
category: 

30 - liked tutorials 
12 - liked the lecture format 
12 - felt information 
transmission was efficient 
12 - liked the fact that 
classes met once a week 

12 - appreciated TA's 
competence 

9 - liked the Personalized 
System of Instruction method 
used in Marketing 

3 - liked guest speakers 

3 - liked multiple choice 
exams 


WHAT DO YOU LIKE? 
GENERAL ATMOSPHERE: 


This refers to the social 
or psychological environment 
of the class and in some 
aspects may slightly overlap 
the first category e.ge, "not 
stressful". Eighty-six 
students responded in this 
category and comments’ include 
such statements as - “you can 
converse with others" - "the 
variety of opinions ane 
suggestions" - "communications 
with your peers about = some 
misunderstanding in the 
course" - “we can ask _ for 
explanations from our 
neighbours without disturbing 
all the class" = "more 
competition, makes you work 
harder" - "nromotes 
friendship" - “you have a 
better chance of being with 
people* you know... therefore 
a better attitude towards 
learning" - "contact with 
fellow classmates, interaction 
among students". 


WHAT DO YOU LIKE? 
PHYSICAL: 


Included in this category 
are statements about nvhysical 
comfort, efficiency of Audio 
Visual aids etc.,-. 73 student 
comments fell in this 
category. The majority 
thought the overhead projector 
worked well and made it easier 
for them to take notes, 33 
commented on the efficiency of 
the sound system, 15 generally 
liked audio visual aids (we 
assume this means overhead 


transperancies and sound 
system) M2 commented on 
comfort of seats, 6 on 


lighting and one on films. 


And now for 
something quite curious.... , 


We expected that many 0. 
the responses to "What Don't 
You Like?" would refer to 
things that might be very 
GrEficuLle to change; for 
example, the relationship of 
students to the instructor. 
Although this is a concern of 
many, an even bigger concern 
seems .to he in areas’ that 
might be relatively easy to 
change. 


WHAT DON'T YOU LIKE? 
PHYSICAL: 


The students wrote 321 
comments about the _ physical 
conditions of the lecture 
hall. This is the largest 
response for any section. 177 
mentioned not enough space to 
write especially during exams. 
Their situation is best 
illustrated hy "you only have 
an armrest to hold your’ book, 
calculator, crib sheet and 
exam". 


45 people said they 
couldn't hear student 
questions (only the professor 
has a mike) 36 commented on 
their own physical size 
(large) and therefore being 
uncomfortable with lack of leg 
room. 30 said the rooms were 
hot and stuffy, 24 cannot see 
screen from the back, 12 
complained of poor lighting, 6 
mentioned being left-handed, 
(armrests are for right handed 
people,) 6 mentioned smoking 
in class, 6 that there are too 
many large classes in one term 
and 3 said the breaks were too 
short. 


WHAT DON'T YOU LIKE? 
ATMOS PHERF: 


250 comments’) related to 
the qeneral atmosphere of the 
class, of which 1°95 referred 
to distraction - "When someone 
talks heside you, you cannot 
hear the professor"-"Some 
people always talk, and the 


few who co want to listen,: 


can" €"="too many 
interruptions, too crowded, 
difficult to concentrate"-"one 
person talking can set off a 


chain reaction"-"noise 
levels"="talking"-"moving in 
and out" "too much 
noise"-"not able to 


concentrate." 


21 mentioned that it is 
hard to socialize or meet 
people. "If there were a 
group ‘approach' within the 
class it would help humanize 
these courses"-"it would help 
everybody to know each 
other"-"can't formally have 
team work"-"very cifficult to 
get to know your peers"-"there 
isn't a close unity within the 
class because it is so large 
you never qet to know anyone." 


A commented that 
inviagilators were ruce and 
talked too much. 9 mentioned 


being disturbed by others 
cheating. , 
WHAT DON'T YOU LIKE? 
FORMAT: 

198 responded with 
comments about format. Of 


those the clear majority, 
(120) commented on not being 
able to ask questions. "The 
fact that you want to ask a 


question but hy the time the 
teacher responds (if you can 
hold your hand up that long) 
he has’ elready gone into 
something else and has to 
return, thus disrupting the 
class"- "you can't ask 
questions hecause you feel you 
are intruding or hothering 600 
other stucents"- ab one 
person does ask a question, 
the people that know the 
answer tend to stop 
listening"-"inhibited to ask 
as many questions as one 
Cesires mainly e@ue to time 


constraints, questions are 
discouraged"- "it is very 
embarrassina to ask any 


aguestions". 


35 students mentioned they 
resented not being able to 
participate either by asking 
questions or by working in 
groups. "In courses such as 
Management, where there are 
many instances, when one would 
want to speak out, there is a 
feeling that what you have to 
say is of little interest to 
the other 509 people - so you 
don't speak out”. 


18 mentioned lack of feedback. 
Feedback on assiqnments' was 
slow in coming, they wanted to 
be more -.informed:= on their 
progress in order to perform 
better. The remaining 
responses in this category 
included"-"not enough small 
tests, not knowing where to go 
if they were stuck, professors 
going © through material too 
quickly without knowing 
whether students understood 
previous material covered". 


r "When you don't 
understand a concept or 
problem the. professor will 
move on to new material 


without really considering 
whether we fully understend 
what is heing taught". 


WHAT DON'T YOU LIKE? 
ANONYMITY/ INDEPENDENCE 


While there were some 
(117) positive reactions to 
the anonynity anc incepencence 
of large classes there were 
considerably more (2523 
negative reactions. 


192 students claimed that 
they eid not like the 
anonymity and intependence a 
large class provides: ane they 
particularly eid not like ‘the 
lack of student /teacher 
interaction.' Some of their 
comments weres "Les* not 


personal enough"="isolated 
stucents"-"impersona] 
relationship with 
professor"=-"not enough 
student/teacher 
relationship"-"less 
communication with teacher, 


impossible to ask 
questions"-"you cannot 
establish a qood relation with 
professor"-"reduces motivation 


and interest in the 
course"="the individual is not 
considerec as being an 


individual"-"lose interest 
fast, can't communicate with 
the teacher"-"its' like 
studying in front of a T.V. 
set..." This is why there is a 
lack of interest from the 
students. “donut like 
impersonality"-"“the teacher 
will not know who the hell we 
are"-what we do"“-“in large 
classes, the professor doesn't 
care whether you have 


uncerstood the lesson or 
not*="since everybody is a 
nohody, you are less 


responsible for your homework, 


assignments and attendina 
class hecause you don't care." 


There were several pages 
of comments for this question, 
we have collapsed as many as 
possible into general 
categories. rf you are 
interested in reacing the 
specific suggestions - we have 
a list available in our 
Office. 324 suanestions were 
mate; 108 wanted classes to he 
mace smaller, 54 requested 
that exams he held in smaller 
classes, ?7 wantec the classes 
to he shorter - (some students 
are in Y119 from 8:30 a.m. 
until 1:30 p.m.) - 24 wanted 
more inciviAualization and 12 
wantec more space for writing. 


Other suggestions 
inclueed - "hetter ventilation 
- perhaps they coule turn the 
air coneitioner on at 2:39 
a.m. and not 10:09 area 
-"either . separate students 
into 2 sections of 3  haurs 
each or reduce the whole class 
into 2 class periods of 1 1/2 
hours so that people @on't 
have the time to get 
crabby"-"use tutorials in a 
more structured way i.e., as a 


continuation of the 
class"-"perhaps have a 
tutorial] specifically for 
troubleshooting"-"some, TA's 


should try to be more helpful 
and understanding of our 
problem"-“hbetter 

Lighting*="the Personalized 
Systems of Instruction 
teaching that is used in the 
Marketing class"-"“weed out 
those who don't really want to 
be here"-"if there were 7 
group approach...assign 
projects, problems etc., to he 
done in aqroups of 2, 3 or 


more". 


SUMMARY: 


By now you are probably 
feelina quite overwhelmed and 
possibly quite depressed as 
well. Rest assured we wil] 
not leave you with only a list 
- the amount of cata was too 
large to he ahle to both 
report it in summary and offer 
our opinions or thoughts about 
what it really says about the 
future problems and potentials 
of large classes. There ere 
several confusing paracoxes in 
this data - the split between 


liking anonymity and not 
liking ae being the most 
glaring. we believe these 


paradoxes are important ané¢ 


contain logical) explanations 
which we will explore in the 
next newsletter. 


We are interestedc in your 
comments on large classes, 


whether you now teach = one, 
have taught one in the past, 
think you might teach one in 
the future, or intene to do 
everything possible to avoid 
them. If you have suggestions 


or comments that might he 
helpful or interesting please 
send them to: 


LEARNING DEVELOPMENT OFFICE 
2492 West Broadway 
Loyola Campus (WD) 


